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Abstract 
The European project NIFLAR (Networked Interaction in Foreign Language Acquisition and Research) aims to make 
foreign language learning and teaching processes more substantial and effective, by promoting blended learning. A 
combination of formal face-to-face language courses in a classroom setting, with possibilities for foreign language 
learners to engage in meaningful interaction with native peers (in our case, pre-service teachers) in virtual 
environments, can contribute to enrich educational contexts. One of the environments the project is using is Second 
Life, a 3D multi-user virtual environment that offers opportunities for stimulating contextualised oral language use 
and action learning. Following task based language teaching approaches (Ellis, 2003; Norris, 2009), tasks which take 
into account the affordances of the specific environment for enhancing meaningful interaction have been developed 
and piloted. In this paper, we (1) look at pedagogical criteria for task development in Second Life, (2) show examples 
of tasks, and (3) present preliminary results of the research being conducted on the added value of implementing 
these technologies within a sound pedagogical approach in language teaching. 
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1. Interaction in Second Life: Task development 
Second Life is one of the 3D virtual worlds the NIFLAR project for promoting interactive action 
learning. In Second Life, students participate in contextualised communicative sessions as avatars, engage 
in textual and voiced interactions with other avatars and can undertake all kinds of actions (walk, sit 
 
* Kristi Jauregi. Tel.: +31 (0)30 253 62 15; Fax: +31 (0)30 253 61 67 
k.jauregi@uu.nl 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2012 Published by Elsevier B.V. Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of EUROCALL2010 Scientific 
Committee Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
112   Kristi Jauregi and Silvia Canto /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  34 ( 2012 )  111 – 115 
down, dance, take and give objects, even build, etc.), they can be teleported to different places, countries, 
cities or public and private spaces (a house, shop, restaurant, hospital, hotel, courtroom, parliament, 
theatre, museum), just with a simple mouse click. All these different scenarios and the possibilities for 
taking action while communicating with others, make Second Life a very interesting environment for 
adult education in general, and foreign language teaching in particular.  
Within the NIFLAR project2 researchers developed a framework for effective tasks to promote 
authentic social interaction and intercultural awareness in virtual environments. Following the literature 
on tasks for communicative competence (Doughty & Long, 2003; Ellis, 2003; Ware & O’Dowd, 2008; 
Westhoff, 2004; Willis, 1996), for intercultural competence (Byram, 1997; Hauck, 2010, Müller-Jacquier, 
2000), and for exploiting the challenges of the virtual world (Deutschmann & Panichi, 2009), a task 
design and evaluation grid was developed, the focal points of the grid being if and how the task: 
 
1. exposes the learners to rich target language input; 
2. elicits meaningful target language use; 
3. requires the learners to focus on form; 
4. has a clearly defined communicative outcome; 
5. enhances strategic awareness on language learning and use; 
6. enhances focus on intercultural communicative competence (ICC); 
7. takes into account the affordances of the multimodal environment. 
2. Pilot experiments in NIFLAR 
Two pilot experiments and a follow-up trial have been conducted so far. The first pilot experiment 
(June – July 2009) was set up in order to explore the affordances existing public spaces in Second Life 
offer to enhance ICC. Four students (two foreign language learners of Spanish from Utrecht University 
and two pre-service teachers from the Spanish universities of Valencia and Granada) participated in four 
interaction encounters. These sessions lasted approximately one hour and were carried out weekly. Four 
tasks were developed according to the task design principles outlined above:  
 
1. In the first task, the four participants had to reflect upon intercultural similarities and differences. 
They met at an intercultural learning space in Second Life (Bluepill, Sietar) and individually 
completed a questionnaire related to a chosen nationality there. Afterwards, they discussed their 
findings with each other, trying to explain to the whole group differences and similarities with their 
own culture. 
2. The objective of the second and the third tasks was to explore Hispanic locations in Second Life. In 
the second task Dutch students went to Barcelona, Jalisco and Al-Aldalus and pre-service teachers 
were asked to explore some “Hot Spots, the places to be in Second Life” (http://b-places.com/) and 
discuss their adequacy for teaching. 
3. In the third task, students were paired native / non-native and were asked to share experiences (tell 
their partner the things they liked or disliked in the places visited, how the places were similar and 
different, something that surprised them and their experiences when trying to communicate with 
other avatars) and then tour together some of the locations visited in task 2. 
4. The final task was a group evaluation of the experience following given discussion points. 
 
2
 For more information about the Niflar project see Jauregi et al. (this volume) and the sites www.niflar.eu and 
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The first pilot was successful. Participants were positive about the opportunity this virtual world 
offered for cultural exposure and discovery, to avoid or try to resolve cultural misunderstandings and 
above all for real interaction. 
The second pilot (November 2009 – January 2010) was task-driven, building scenarios in Second Life 
based on the requirements of the specific interaction tasks developed. The pilot was set up in order to test 
the quality of these tasks and the scenarios built for task accomplishment. The participants were twelve 
volunteers: eight foreign language learners of Spanish at B1 proficiency level from Utrecht University 
and four native pre-service teachers of Spanish from the Universities of Valencia and Granada. After 
having received the specific tutorials and having met informally in Second Life with the other peer 
avatars, participants carried out five weekly tasks. The sessions were recorded and evaluated, and some 
tasks subsequently fine-tuned and scenarios improved for the follow-up trial. 
3. Follow-up trial: Research 
The research question addressed in the follow up was: What is the added value of implementing virtual 
interaction through Second Life in language teaching curricula? 
The researchers’ team tried to answer the question resorting to the analysis of three sources of data: 
interactions, mid questionnaires on motivation and post surveys of experience evaluation.  
The follow-up was integrated at Utrecht University in the first-year Spanish language course at B1 
proficiency level. The students for the course were divided into three groups: two of them participated in 
blended learning with Second Life and video web communication, and the third functioned as a control 
group in a traditional classroom setting with no interaction sessions with native speakers. Groups were 
assigned to settings at random. The Second Life group consisted of 14 foreign language students 
participating in triads with seven native pre-service teachers from the University of Valencia. All 
participants filled pre, mid and post questionnaires prior to and after the virtual interactions, and half of 
them were interviewed. 
 
The tasks used in the follow-up were those adapted from the second pilot:  
 
1. In the first task students were teleported to a house they were meant to share. They walked around 
and discussed whether the house was adequate for them to stay in or not; they were encouraged to 
explain aspects of their own culture via a television where they could view images depicting 
cultural aspects of both countries. They were then asked to choose an outdoor activity (art gallery, 
cinema and a walk in virtual Valencia). They were teleported to the specific location and once there 
they were encouraged to talk about the art they found in the gallery; to choose, view and comment 
the trailer of a film or walk around the virtual city comparing it to their own. 
2. Task 2 was divided into two parts: the preparation of a holiday together and the holiday itself. In a 
pizzeria holodeck they discussed their preferences and reached an agreement on the destination for 
a summer or winter holiday. They were then teleported to their hotel and in a role-play they were 
expected to sort out any problems they might encounter in their bedroom (leaking shower, unmade 
bed, dirty floors, etc.). They then headed to their destination where they could go sailing, surfing, 
horse riding, skiing, ice skating, etc. 
3. In the third task, students were instructed to behave like actors. They would have to play different 
roles in various scenes located in appropriate holodecks. They first had to discuss how the scenes 
were going to be acted and the action would take place, and then reflect upon their behaviour 
according to their cultural values. The scenes were: a birthday party, guests for lunch, on the bus 
and at the bar to arrange a present. 
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4. Task 4 had a preparatory phase, with students changing their avatars to those of a sexy woman, a 
unicorn and a man in a suit to interact with other new avatars, and a second part where they had to 
discuss their interactions in their new avatar and compare situations in the two cultures where 
different social groups were central. 
5. Task 5 was organised as a cultural contest. The Dutch team would compete against the Spanish 
team in terms of cultural knowledge of the other country. Questions for which the teams could score 
points were displayed on a screen and the opponents had to judge the adequacy of the answers. 
4. Results follow-up 
Although this is still work in process, we have some preliminary results hinting at the added value of 
implementing networked interaction with native speakers in language teaching: 
  
1. Interaction analysis showed that the tasks triggered meaningful interaction. Participants exchanged 
social and cultural meaning spontaneously while engaging together in action. There were frequent 
instances of negotiation of meaning, both linguistic and cultural, as participants collaborated with 
each other reflecting upon and clarifying concepts, customs, styles or behaviours, resorting to their 
personal knowledge and experience. The environment also prompted unpredicted context-specific 
sequences, as avatars changed their appearance or unexpected things happened which elicited 
hilarious communication exchanges. There were many instances of laughter, with participants 
sharing empathy and working towards creating symmetrical relations during the interaction 
exchanges, trying to strengthen interpersonal relationships and solidarity. The added value of 
networked interactions points towards cultural, linguistic, interpersonal and motivational benefits. 
2. The networked sessions were found to have a positive impact on motivation, particularly on foreign 
language learners’ willingness to communicate (McIntyre et al., 2001), as measured by repeated 
mid questionnaires. Comparisons between experimental and control groups reached significant 
values for perceived competence in the target language, positive attitudes towards talking to native 
speakers, and decrease of speaking anxiety. 
3. The experience was evaluated very positively: the tasks were felt to be motivating and useful, 
interactions with pre-service native teachers contributing greatly to learning processes and 
motivation, and the environment, in spite of technical problems, was described as effective in 
enabling distant native / non-native speaker interaction. 88% of the students felt that they had 
learned more in this language course incorporating blended learning than in previous regular 
courses. 
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